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I. Introduction L evels of obesity among children and adolescents have tripled over the last thirty years (Evans, Finkelstein, Kamerow & Renaud, 2005, 26) . Obesity is understood to be "a condition in which someone is too fat in a way that is dangerous for their health" (Macmillan dictionary, 2014) . The World Health Organization (WHO) considers children obese if they are two standard deviations away from the average and they are considered overweight if they are one standard deviation away (WHO, 2013) . The causes of obesity are many, including genetics, social norms around weight, physical activity, and food quality and quantity. Childhood obesity differs from "adult" obesity in that adults make their own choices and are responsible for their own health, including what they eat and their physical activity. By contrast, children do not determine on their own what they eat or their level of fitness. Rather their parents, guardians, and schools have a large influence on food intake and activity levels (henceforth, when I refer to "parents, " I am referring to both parents and guardians). As a result, childhood obesity has an extra layer of complexity compared to adult obesity. This article is based on a larger research project reported in my Honours thesis that focuses on the food quality dimension of childhood obesity (Verdun, 2014) . It poses the following research question: what factors impact the choices of parents regarding their children's school lunches? To analyze this question I created a survey, which I circulated among the parents of children of a local elementary school. This survey included questions about parents' views on (1) school programs about healthy choices; (2) taxing "unhealthy" foods and subsidizing "healthy" foods; (3) a lunch program provided by the school's Parents Advisory Council (PAC); and on (4) the lunches parents packed for their children, the restrictions parents faced, and their perceptions on childhood "overweight. " In the survey I used the term "overweightness" instead of "obesity" since the latter may be considered to have negative connotations (Jancin, 2012) . I collected fiftyseven responses to the survey.
There is a vast scholarly literature on childhood obesity. For the purpose of this study I have subdivided the relevant literature into four broad areas, which I will review in Section 2: (1) taxing unhealthy foods and subsidizing healthy foods; (2) the provision of food in school (such as school lunch programs); (3) health education and physical activity in schools; and (4) the debate surrounding monitoring of obesity in schools.
Canadian data that connects food quality or food pricing to obesity in children is absent. Data exists on the United States (US) but may not transfer adequately to the Canadian context. However, a number of insights from research using US data do apply. For instance, parents have to make trade-offs when determining what to pack in their child(ren)'s lunch. Furthermore, there is very little data on parental views on school lunches. It is important to learn about parental views, as these should provide us insights into parents' role in providing children with healthy lunches. Thus, for this study, I collected my own small sample of data. I surveyed parents whose child(ren) attend(s) one local elementary school. I inquired into what influences them in providing healthy lunches to their children. Earlier studies on childhood obesity that examine parents' perceptions, have used a series of questions (Evans et al., 2005, p. 30) . I have adapted some of these questions and created others (see Appendix A1 for the full list of my questions).
I analyzed the responses to the survey using a standard microeconomic framework in which parental choices of their children's lunches depend on their views ("utility") as well as the restrictions they face. The restrictions considered differ depending on the actual survey question analyzed, but include the idea that parents do not always have leverage over what part of the lunch their children will actually eat at school -as in a Principal-Agent setting, where parents are the Principal and children the Agents. In this context it could be that parents are more interested than their children to see that they have a serving of fruits and vegetables in their lunch every day. Other possible restrictions could be money, time (including but not limited to preparation time, consumption time at school, and time available to buy fresh produce), and knowledge.
Statistical significance is often an issue in small samples. Nevertheless I identify the following patterns in my sample: (1) parents who perceive childhood overweight to be a greater issue in the school are more willing to support school programs that provide health education and physical activities; (2) parents who perceive childhood overweight to be a greater issue in British Columbia are more willing to support subsidizing fruits and vegetables; (3) parents are less likely to provide fruits and vegetables in the lunch when they face restrictions (such as lack of time, child refusal and/or peer pressure); (4) parents indicate the cost of fruits and vegetables is not one such restriction; and (5) parents who perceive childhood overweight in their family to be less of an issue than other parents are more willing to support making PAC lunches healthier. In economics we look at the cost of goods and how it affects consumption. The parents who participated in the survey support increasing the costs so as to ensure their children obtain healthier lunches (i.e. increased content of fruits and vegetables).
This article is structured as follows: I start with a literature review, methodology and survey design. I then present my findings followed by a discussion. Finally, I summarize my main findings and offer some suggestions for future research.
II. Literature review
Food production has evolved over time. Cutler et al. (2003) look at some of the changes as a result of new technologies. These changes have led to mass production of food, pre-packaged food (including snacks), and decreased time in preparing food. They find that the increase in calories comes from an increase in the number of snacks people eat, not from eating more at each meal or snack. This increase in the frequency of meals is made possible by the decreased cost both in terms of time and money of making meals to eat.
Taxes and subsidies
In economics the behaviour of the consumer is influenced by price. Therefore governments can encourage or discourage the consumer by decreasing or increasing the price of certain goods: subsidies and taxes. How much a consumer changes his or her behaviour depends on his or her price sensitivity and the price-elasticity of the good. In layman's terms, if a good is price-elastic a person will change his or her purchasing behaviour when the price of the good changes, whereas if a good is price-inelastic, a person will buy the good almost regardless of the (change in) price. Governments use the policy instrument of taxation to discourage consumption (or overconsumption) of goods that are viewed to have negative externalities to society (for example, the increased cost of obesity on the medical system funded by the government). Regarding the taxation of unhealthy food, there has been discussion around the implementation of a socalled "fat tax" (Mason, 2012) . Subsidies can be targeted to a small group for a host of reasons: to promote consumption of a particular good over another or if there is a concern that a subsample of the population cannot afford certain goods at full price (for example : Herman, Harrison, Afifi & Jenks, 2008) . Caraher and Cowburn (2005) offer a policy analysis of the influence food taxes on consumption and behaviour. They find that the impact of taxing foods on obesity is unclear, and argue that taxation alone is not enough to change behaviour (Edwards, 2012; Winkler, 2012) . Caraher and Cowburn make a case for using taxes and subsidies together as well as suggesting that policy should additionally target production, manufacturing and advertising.
One kind of food taxation is that of soft drinks or sugar-sweetened beverages (SSB). Calls for SSB taxation are growing as per capita consumption of SSB keeps rising. Over the past three decades, per capita caloric intake from SSB has risen 170% in the US, with "beverages now account [ing] for 10 to 15% of the calories consumed by children and adolescents" (Brownell & Frieden, 2009 , pp. 1805 . Several authors argue that taxing specific foods (such as SSBs) would be an effective way to reduce overweightness (Fletcher, Frisvold & Tefft, 2010a; Verdun Andreyeva, Chaloupka & Brownell, 2011) , although the magnitude would be small (Fletcher et al., 2010a) . Powell and Chaloupka (2009) find that for either a subsidy or a tax the required price increase must be "non-trivial" in order for the price change to be effective. Substitution effects (due to the availability of many cheap alternatives) have been repeatedly raised as a major concern in regards to this approach (Fletcher, Frisvold & Tefft, 2010b; Andreyeva et al., 2011; Edward, 2012) . Brownell and Frieden (2009) have suggested that an excise tax (a penny-per-ounce of sugar added, rather than a sales tax) might help to address this issue as it prevents consumers from switching to a cheaper brand or a larger size (both of which are cheaper per unit). Furthermore, an excise tax will most likely be passed down to consumers and therefore directly into the shelf price (the price consumers face when making their purchasing decision), rather than a sales tax that is only seen at the till (Brownell & Frieden, 2009 ). However, if the substitution effect can be avoided, the tax revenue generated could go toward subsidizing "healthful foods" (Brownell & Frieden 2009) or toward obesity prevention programs (Andreyeva et al. 2011 ). Nonetheless, their conclusion is that in order to provide solid policy recommendations about the effectiveness of taxes and subsidies to reduce obesity, further research is necessary (Powell & Chaloupka 2009, p. 230 ).
The provision of food in schools
The literature demonstrates that children who are well-nourished perform better in schools than those who are malnourished (Government of BC, n.d.). As a result there have been programs that offer meals at schools. Traditionally this was done to ensure that children from lower income families had access to nutritious foods. The theory was that by providing meals at school the children would eat healthier. In Canada such initiatives are usually local as there is not a federal or province wide school meal program. However the BC Ministry of Education does provide CommunityLINK funding to each BC school district to provide programs and services that "support the academic achievement and social functioning of vulnerable students", which can include breakfast, lunch and/or snacks programs (Government of BC, 2014).
The literature on these meal programs is somewhat sparse and contradictory. There are few Canadian studies that look at what children bring to school for lunch. I interpret the literature as suggesting that the socio-economic status of the families at the school may be a larger determinant of whether the lunch provided at school would be better or worse than their own lunch brought from home.
The provision of information in schools
One of the difficulties in providing advice, not just in schools, but more generally is that information is not always consistent. Different sources can provide a variety of, sometimes contradictory, information. An example of such a contradiction regards one of the many causes of obesity. Whereas Cutler, Glaeser and Shapiro argue that "the rise in obesity involves increased caloric intake, not reduced caloric expenditure" (2003, p. 104) , literature provided by Foresight claims the opposite, namely that "it is not increased calories but decreased caloric expenditure that is the problem" (n.d., p. 8). Further, the causes of obesity might not simply be one of these factors but a combination of both. In the United States forty-four of the fifty states require that schools provide health education within the curriculum. Nearly seventy percent of these states include a nutrition and dietary behaviour component. Even so, there is not enough time spent on health education as it competes with teaching the traditional academic curriculum (Story, Kaphingst & French, 2006) .
The BC government created a School Meal and School Nutrition Program Handbook to support schools in feeding students by providing them with well-researched information in a single report. The guidelines "apply to all vending machines, school stores, cafeterias and fundraising sales of food and beverages in the school setting" (n.d., p. 1). This 86-page handbook consists of a wealth of information. But even here recommendations are sometimes unsubstantiated. For Verdun instance, on page fourteen, while discussing fruits and vegetables, the handbook gives a list of recommended and not recommended foods. It recommends dried fruits but puts banana chips in the category "not to be served". One might think that they might be assuming that banana chips are always sweetened. However, the handbook permits to "choose sometimes" applesauce and/or fruit blends with sugar added.
The debates over monitoring of obesity in schools
There are two main reasons for measuring BMI in schools (Nihiser, et al., 2007) . The first is for surveillance purposes. Surveillance refers to using the data "to identify the percentage of students in a population who are at risk for weight-related problems" (Nihiser et al., 2007, p. 651 ). This practice is widely accepted. In contrast, measuring BMI in schools for the purpose of screening is rather controversial.
Screening refers to "assess[ing] the weight status of individual students and provid [ing] this information to parents with guidance for action" (Nihiser et al., 2007, p. 651) . Nihiser et al. suggest that more research is needed but that there seems to be promising results coming from screening as a way to address childhood obesity. Fayter et al. (2007) also emphasize that there is a lack of data on the potential impact and effectiveness of screening in schools, and that more research is needed. Ikeda, Crawford and Woodward-Lopez (2006) explain that although screening can provide useful information, it can also result in children being labelled as overweight. This can adversely affect these children and result in eating disorders, increased suicide rates, lower self-esteem, depression and social isolation. Furthermore, there is not enough evidence that the monitoring of obesity through BMI or from sending "fat letters" home actually leads to changes in behaviour (Ikeda, Crawford & Woodward-Lopez, 2006) . By contrast the situation is different in Canada. As was recently discussed in Canadian media there is not much public support in Canada for obesity monitoring in schools through BMI (Oved, 2013) . Yet Toronto will test 12,000 students this year in grades seven to twelve on a voluntary basis. No "fat letters" will be sent home. Given the controversy around BMI screening and its possible adverse effects on children, I preferred not to include weight testing in my research due to possible harm.
Although the above literature review indicates that the findings of studies vary about the effectiveness of taxing "unhealthy" foods and subsidizing "healthy" foods, I include questions in my survey that focus on these particular aspects because I want to know if the cost of food matters for healthy choices as well as what parents actually put in the lunches.
As for the research on provision of food in schools, the literature is more sparse and inconclusive, especially in so far as lunch programs are concerned. I interpret the literature as suggesting that the socio-economic status of the families at the school may be a larger determinant of whether the lunch provided at school would be better or worse than their own lunch brought from home. This article seeks to make a contribution to the above literature by asking what factors impact the choices of parents regarding their children's school lunches.
III. Methodology 1. Study design
Canadian versus US data
There is some research that studies the impact of food prices (fast food, grocery food or restaurant food) on peoples' behaviour (e.g. Cutler et al., 2003) . Most of this literature focuses on US data. I decided to do a pilot study in which I collect my own data, as I could not find any studies using Canadian data. It is also unclear whether US data is representative of the Canadian context. For example, in the US the National School Lunch Program is a federal program that gives all public and not for profit private schools the option to participate for free. Over 100,000 schools participate and provide daily lunches to their students. In Canada, there is no such federal program. For most Canadian students most lunches are packed lunches provided Verdun by parents. At the school that I surveyed parents are expected to provide a lunch. There is also an optional program organized by the Parents Advisory Council that offers lunches once a month (in this study I will refer to this program as the PAC lunch program). Besides the difference in the scope of lunch programs in the US and Canada, food regulations also differ between them (Government of Canada, 2011).
Scope of the survey and sample
I asked parents what factors they thought influenced them in providing school lunches for their children. In particular my goal was to collect data on what influences parents' decisions in providing fruits and vegetables in school lunches and other similar decisions.
Ideally I would have collected a large sample of responses from parents from a variety of schools that together reflect Canadian socioeconomic average statistics. Due to logistical constraints I surveyed only one school. I verified that the school I selected represents an average income school in Victoria. The median household income in Victoria in 2011 was $79,350 (Statistics Canada 2013). The Fraser Institute lists parents' average income in BC schools. The selected school had a median household income between $50,000-$60,000 (Fraser Institute 2014). I received permission from the school principal to do an anonymous survey and to coordinate with the secretary of the school to distribute the survey information. The introduction letter with the link to the survey was sent out on January 27, 2014, the two reminders were sent out on January 31, 2014 and February 7, 2014. Therefore support from the school is crucial to success.
Why lunches?
Let us take a step back a minute and look at why I decided to focus my research on lunches rather than for example breakfasts or dinners, which presumably also affect childhood overweight. Looking at these other meals would have been interesting as well, but I chose lunch because it is a meal that is typically not eaten in the presence of parents and therefore presumably less controlled than breakfast and dinner. Specifically most days children eat packed lunches at school. On occasion the Parents Advisory Council (PAC) offers school lunches as an option (typically once per month). Studying lunch is attractive because parents face constraints when putting together lunches which may affect healthy choices. These constraints may include: packability of the lunch, children's lack of access to fridges or microwave ovens at school, and time constraints in the morning or night before. Thus, there are fewer options to choose from and therefore it is easier to compare parents' responses.
Difficulties
I implemented two strategies to ensure an as high as possible response rate. The first was to use the term "overweightness" rather than "obesity" to prevent possibly offending participants. Some individuals see the term "obesity" as offensive or derogatory when referring to children. The second action I undertook was on the recommendation of a parent who read the draft of the survey questions. Her advice was to not start the survey with the technical questions. I took her advice and moved them further down the survey, after some of the more straightforward opinion questions.
Research approval from the School Board of School District 61 and approval from the principal of the participating elementary school were required. Although initially I was concerned that a short data collection timeframe (two weeks) would hurt the total number of responses, in hindsight it seems that the response was good. Most people responded within the first week and another peak in responses came when a reminder was sent out a week later. The final reminder (two weeks in) generated just a few responses.
Survey design
Obesity is now such a widespread epidemic that any child not offered healthy food choices is at risk of gaining excess weight. My goal is to get an insight into what barriers parents face when providing their Verdun children with nutritious lunches and to learn how parents think in order to understand what drives them to make healthy choices for their children. Parents' food choices reflect barriers and preferences, including cost (both financial and time), knowledge and commitment to children's health. Contrary to others, my survey does not measure obesity or link parents' behaviours to their child(ren)'s actual weight. My survey questions are grouped into seven different themes:
• IV. Data
Description of data
The survey got fifty-seven responses. The school that participated had approximately 400 students and fewer parents because there are students with siblings at school. For example, thirty-five percent of survey participants had two children at the school. There are approximately 260 families that could have responded. The response rate therefore is approximately 57/260 or twenty-two percent.
Here are some descriptive statistics of the sample:
• Ninety-one percent of participants were female; nine percent were male. • Seventy-nine percent of participants were ages 35-44; sixteen percent ages 45-54; and five percent were aged 25-34.
• Eighty-four percent of participants said that all parents worked.
• Seventy percent of participants had children in French immersion (henceforth "French"); twenty-six percent had children in the English stream (henceforth "English"); four percent (two participants) did not answer the question.
• Approximately two-thirds of the participants' children were in lower grades (Kindergarten-grade 2) and approximately onethird were in the upper grades (grades 3-5).
The broader research project focused on a variety of questions. I will not discuss the responses to the willingness to pay (WTP) questions regarding taxing or subsidizing foods (Q5-Q10) due to space constraints (see Verdun, 2014 ).
V. Discussion
When I analyze the responses to the survey I have in mind a standard microeconomic framework in which parental choices regarding their children's lunches depend on their views ("utility") as well as the restrictions they may face.
Choice = f (views, restrictions, controls)
Here the "Choice" that is made by parents impacts their children's health. In concrete terms, in the survey these choice variables are found in question Q4 (More focus in curriculum on healthy choices at expense of other programs?), Q5 (Government subsidies of fruits and vegetables?), Q15 (Do you provide fruits and vegetables daily?) and Q21 (Would you pay for healthier PAC lunches?). Depending on the exact "Choice" the "views" include questions Q22, Q23 and Q24 (perceptions of childhood overweight in school, province, and family). The "restrictions" include child refusal, prep time, peer pressure, and cost. The "controls" are the demographic questions Q28-Q34 (gender, age, number of 19+ adults, if all parents work, number of children, how many attend selected school, and grades of children at selected school). Due to my small sample, fifty-seven observations, I decided not to do econometrics. If I had had more observations the above framework depicts what I would have done. However, the remainder of my discussion is based on the above microeconomic framework.
Health education and physical activity in schools (Q1-Q4)
From both surveys it is clear that although the majority of parents support providing health education and infrastructure for physical activities (recess and intramurals) they do not want it at the expense of time for the traditional academic curriculum. This finding has policy implications. Some of these include not reducing time spent providing health education and physical activity infrastructure. Furthermore, if there is an interest in increasing these provisions, it should not come at the expense of the time to teach traditional academic curriculum. An alterative to that reduction in current curriculum time is to increase the total hours of school in a week, allowing for both types of curriculum (including more time for physical activities) to be taught.
With more observations I would have regressed the choice variable Q4 (support for school programs even at the cost of reduced traditional curriculum) on the relevant view variable Q23 (perceptions of childhood overweight in the school), and with Q28-Q34 being the control variables. (There are no "restrictions" in this context). However due to my small sample I instead looked at the tentative relationship between Q4 and Q23. The correlation between these two variables was positive and significant at the ten percent level. An arguably more informative way to sketch the relationship between Q4 and Q23 is found in Figure 1 .
The figure also shows the positive relationship between Q4 and Q23. This can be seen by noticing that as agreement to Q4 increases from left to right along the horizontal axis, so does agreement increase for Q23 (the green part) and disagreement decrease for Q23 (the red part) along the vertical axis. As parents perceive childhood overweight in the school to be a more serious issue there is more support by parents for the school program.
Possible factors for why some children do not bring fruits and vegetables to school every day (Q12-Q17)
All participants broadly agreed with the survey question regarding whether children should ideally bring fruits and vegetables to school in their lunches everyday. This unanimity did not surprise me. However, when asked if this was a reality for their child(ren) only eightyfour percent of participants broadly agreed. If the parents did not broadly agree I asked them what were possible factors for why they did not provide their child(ren) fruits and vegetables in their lunch every day. By far the most selected answer (i.e. eighty-five percent of participants) was the refusal by the children to eat them. Then came the problem of too a high a preparation time (twenty-three percent), then peer pressure of alternatives being deemed "cooler" (fifteen percent) and finally cost being too excessive was selected by just one participant (eight percent).
These findings suggest that at least for this school the cost of fruits and vegetables for most parents is not a barrier to putting them in lunches everyday. For most parents who do not put fruits and vegetables in the lunch every day it is the fact that children refuse to eat them, which could be due to a lack of leverage. What is noticeable is that as parents face restrictions (Q16) they are less likely to provide Verdun fruits and vegetables in their child's lunch everyday (Q15) ( Figure  2 ). The fact that price is for most parents not a restriction suggests that for schools with many families at this income level a subsidy, although possibly effective in encouraging parents to buy more fruits and vegetables, may not induce those last families to provide fruits and vegetables in the lunches everyday, as price is not the problem. How to encourage children to eat them is a whole other problem, which a taxation or subsidy type policy may not be able to address (That said, if a school with a fair number of low-income families had been surveyed, a subsidy may have assisted the parents in providing their child(ren) with fruits and vegetables in their lunch daily). However, it could possibly be addressed by providing children more time to eat. As one participant mentioned:
What I find is the problem is that children are not given enough time to eat their lunches and therefore parents have to resort to pre-packaged foods and when a child is given 10 minutes to eat lunch, they will eat the 'treats' first and leave the veggies and healthy choices for last. If lunchtime was increased to 30 minutes … I believe that we would see better eating habits and healthier kids.
Time to eat lunch, or lack thereof, seems to be another constraint that influences what parents put in their child(ren)'s lunches (not just in regard to fruits and vegetables), that was mentioned by several parents in the comments section of the survey. As a result of this short lunch break, some parents choose to pack a lunch that is quick to eat. Similarly, a different participant mentioned that:
The foods given in lunches is restricted by the short time in which children are allowed to eat, therefore options like soup or something that takes more time to eat are eliminated. 'Snacks' become the primary focus.
The assumption was that if there is one homemaker, he or she might have more time dedicated to making the lunch. The difference between such a family and the "all parents working" family could be hypothesized as making a difference in what lunches the children bring to school. For example a homemaker might have more time to spend on making lunches and buying designated lunch ingredients. In my survey only sixteen percent of participants had a designated homemaker within the family. I checked the results on a few survey questions (Q5, Q13, Q15 and Q17) where I had hypothesized there might have been a difference in responses, but could not find significant differences between the two groups. This result may not be as meaningful as the sixteen percent of participants represents only nine participants.
In summary, although eighty-four percent of all participants indicate that they put fruits and vegetables in school lunches everyday, those who do not list as a reason that children do not eat the fruits and vegetables. This refusal may be due to a lack of leverage. Presumably participants do not want the produce to go to waste. Some participants suggested that increasing the time for children to eat their lunch might increase the likelihood of them eating (more) fruits and vegetables.
PAC lunches (Q18-Q21)
Several participants expressed that they view the school Parent Advisory Council (PAC) lunches as treats or not very healthy. They expressed an interest for increased healthy options. There is also high participation (ninety-one percent) among the participants with regards to the PAC lunches, even though eighty-three percent of these participants find their own lunches healthier than the PAC's lunches. Seventy-three percent of survey participants, not just the PAC lunch participants, broadly agreed that they would be willing to pay an additional $0.50 per lunch, so that the PAC lunches always include an extra serving of fruits or vegetables. Participants in the survey do not consider the PAC lunches very healthy. As an economist this result is noteworthy because PAC lunches are provided as a way for the PAC to fundraise, not necessarily as a way to provide children with healthy meals. Some of the current lunches provided include Subway sandwiches and Booster Juice with pizza. The PAC meets its objectives of fundraising, but does not necessarily meet the desires of the parents/guardians for healthy lunches.
Again due to a lack of observations, I did not regress the choice variable Q21 (support for making the PAC lunches healthier) on the view variable Q24 (perceptions of childhood overweight as a big issue in the respondent's family) with Q28-Q34 being the control variables. (There are no "restrictions" in this context). But looking at the relationship between Q21 and Q24 I do find a negative relationship (Figure 3) , which can also be found when looking at correlations, however it is not statistically significant.
As parents more strongly perceive childhood overweight to be an issue in their family they are less supportive of making PAC lunches healthier. In other words, as parents perceive childhood overweight to be less of a concern in their family they tend to support more strongly making the PAC lunches healthier for a slight rise in PAC lunch cost.
Perceptions of parents regarding percentage of children who have an unhealthy excess weight (Q22-Q25)
When looking at parents' perceptions of childhood overweight as an issue in British Columbia, in the school and in the home there is a noticeable pattern. As the issue of childhood overweight gets closer to home, parents tend to report childhood overweight as not being a big issue. When asking about the provincial level seventy-nine percent of parents indicated that childhood overweight was a big issue. When asking about the school level nine percent indicated it was a big issue, with forty percent indicating it was not a big issue. In contrast, when asking their perceptions about their own household seven percent indicated it was a big issue, but eighty-nine percent said it was not. The key point to take away is that at the provincial level many of the parents indicated childhood overweight is a big issue, at the school level many parents are unsure and at the household level the large majority of parents indicate it is not a big issue (Table 1 ). When asked "what percentage of children do you think have an unhealthy excess weight in Canada today?" eighty-one percent of participants chose either the correct bracketed answer (25-34%) or the bracketed answer just above (35-44%) or below (15-24%) the correct one, but only twenty-eight percent chose the correct bracketed answer (Statistics Canada in 2007 calculated the correct answer to be twenty-nine percent [Child Obesity Foundation, n.d]). It seems that the participants have a fairly decent understanding of the magnitude of childhood obesity as only nineteen percent of participants picked bracketed answers that were far from the correct one.
Verdun
One model I considered was that participants that had underestimated the percentage of children in Canada with excess weight (Q25) would be less supportive of excess weight reducing policies, such as willing to trade-off traditional curriculum for nutrition education and provision of physical activities (Q4), willingness to subsidize fruits and vegetables (Q5) and willingness to pay more for healthier PAC lunches (Q21). Similarly, those who overestimated the percentage of children in Canada with excess weight (Q25) would be more supportive of such policies. Using a regression and holding constant key demographics (gender, whether the participant's children were in French or English and the number of children in the participant's family) I found no statistically significant relationship between a participant's perception of the percentage of children in Canada with excess weight and the participant's support for the three policies mentioned.
Limitations
One of the limitations is the small sample size of the data. It makes generalizing the results difficult. The small sample size also meant that frequently I could not divide the data into meaningful subsets. Many of the attributes did not have enough observations, once split into groups, to be able to make reliable conclusions. As well, this study only reported those parents that participated in the survey. It is possible that these participants are those who are most engaged in this issue. Therefore they would show more awareness than is representative for the whole population. As a consequence, the results may reflect the parents' intentions and may not necessarily represent the parents' actual behaviour.
VI. Conclusion
This article has focused on the food quality dimension of childhood obesity, in particular the factors that impact the choices of parents regarding their children's school lunches. By conducting a survey at an elementary school I was able to create a dataset of fifty-seven responses, study correlations among numerous variables and provide some insights using a more qualitative approach. One of the aims was to draw conclusions from this dataset that could be compared to results in other studies. I find that compared to Evans et al. (2005) the parents in my dataset are more willing to support teaching children in school about healthy eating and exercise habits. They are also more willing to support these school programs even if it means a reduction in hours spent on teaching the traditional curriculum.
The three tentative correlations I found were: (1) as parents perceive childhood overweight in the school to be a more serious issue there is more support by parents for the school program on teaching children healthy eating and exercise habits as well as providing physical activities; (2) as parents face restrictions they are less likely to provide fruits and vegetables in their child's lunch everyday; and (3) as parents more strongly perceive childhood overweight to be an issue in their family they are less supportive of making PAC lunches Verdun healthier.
Contrary to my initial predictions, I found that parents perceive price not to be a major factor in determining whether or not parents include fruits and vegetables in their child(ren)'s school lunch. In fact, the reason provided most frequently by parents not to include the fruits and vegetables was that the child(ren) did not eat them (suggesting a possible lack of leverage of the parents on what the children eat), followed by too high a preparation time. Some participants explained that for some children the fruits and vegetables were not eaten due to a shortage of time to eat during the lunch break. They recommended increasing the duration of the eating portion of the lunch break (the other portion is for the children to play outside). Participants also mentioned that due to the short eating portion of the lunch break many feel they cannot provide a slower and typically healthier lunch, such as soup, but must instead provide more "snack" like foods. One policy suggestion would be to consider increasing the time allowed for school children to eat their lunch.
Furthermore, price was not a constraint as participants indicated willingness to pay more for the PAC provided lunches to be healthier. Several participants mentioned they viewed the current PAC lunches as "treats. " Therefore the PAC could consider providing healthier lunches even if at a higher cost to parents. I found that participants are quite aware of the seriousness of childhood obesity and the importance of providing a healthy lunch; participants also make a serious effort to provide one. There is unanimous support among parents for having schools be involved in teaching healthy eating and exercise habits. However, not all parents support this at the expense of the currently taught traditional academic curriculum. As a policy recommendation I would suggest adding hours, not replacing them, if there is a desire to provide more information about nutrition and exercise in schools.
There was an interesting observation about the data concerning parents of children in the French immersion and the English stream. The responses of parents of the former showed a significant relationship between support for subsidizing fruits and vegetables and sup-port for paying more for healthier school lunches. By contrast, there was no significant relationship among the English stream parents. As mentioned above, more research is needed to explore the reasons for this difference.
I started off doing this research believing that to understand the obesity problem better one could focus on food consumption. School lunches seemed a good way to narrow down the study of meals consumed by children. I was particularly keen to learn about the role of parents in this process. I thought that if obesity was a widespread problem we should be able to see this issue reflected in parents' views. My research has shown that many parents are aware of the problem. From economics we learn that price plays an important role in determining what people buy. This research shows that on the whole parents are willing to pay more for healthy lunches. In fact, if left on their own they would typically provide fruits and vegetables in their child(ren)'s school lunches every day.
The present study was based on a pilot study of one school, a next step could be to study more schools. Furthermore, additional research would be needed to investigate the parents who did not participate in my study to make sure there is not some kind of bias in the sample of parents I have researched. Moreover, this particular research method may have the problem that there might be a discrepancy between what participants declare and what they actually do. Therefore further research would also need to take this possible discrepancy into account.
